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ABSTRACT

The literature on corruption within law enforcement typically addresses factors
such as brutality, dishonesty, accepting bribes, and using falsified evidence. This research
project examines noble cause corruption (NCC), an area that scholarship has ignored
until the last ten years. NCC is defined by Crank and Caldero (2007) as using illegal means
to achieve good ends. Although NCC is not a new phenomenon it has become of greater
focus in television and movies. Many recent television shows have represented NCC in a
positive light, almost disguising it as if it were not present. Therefore the topic of this
paper is not only about noble cause corruption, but also how media, through television
shows such as Dexter, portrays NCC. This show was chosen because it desensitizes
viewers to noble cause corruption by portraying those who are corrupt in a positive
light.
Dexter revolves around the life of one man in the Miami Metro Police
Department who works in the crime lab attempting to mask his true self. Outside of the
crime lab Dexter is a serial killer, a self-admitted monster who kills serial killers he is able
to track down through his job. Although Dexter does kill he is not an “average” serial
killer, killing only the people who fit a “moral code” taught to him by his father.
This topic has become increasingly important because there are not very many
published sources defining this type of corruption in depth as other forms of corruption
within law enforcement. Many authors focus on the idea of police corruption as
iii

breaking down into brutality, accepting bribes, and violating codes of conduct. NCC is a
more specific type of corruption that does not have the same recognition as the other
types of corruption. There are no existing studies of television portrayals of NCC. This
thesis offers a new perspective on how television misrepresentations of noble cause
corruption can shape society's opinion. Through the shows I will be evaluating the
portrayal that noble cause is a positive trait, when in reality the characters are using
illegal means to achieve good ends and are portrayed as the hero.
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CHAPTER I

INTRODUCTION

The scholarship of corruption within law enforcement typically addresses factors
such as brutality, dishonesty, accepting bribes, and using falsified evidence. Relatively
absent in this literature until the last ten years is the study of noble cause corruption
(NCC). During roughly the same period many television shows have portrayed noble
cause corruption in a positive light, almost disguising it as if it is not present. Although
noble cause corruption is not a new phenomenon, it has become a greater focus in
television and movies in recent years. The number of scholarly articles on NCC has
increased during the last decade possibly because of the influence the media has on
viewers. The research presented in this paper contributes to the literature concerning
NCC by examining how it is portrayed in the media through the television show Dexter.
This show was chosen because it desensitizes viewers to NCC by portraying those who
are engaged in this behavior in a positive light.
Many authors focus on the idea of police corruption as breaking down into
brutality, accepting bribes, and violating codes of conduct. NCC is a more specific type of
corruption that does not have the same recognition as the other types of corruption.
There are no known studies connecting the media and its portrayal of noble cause
1

corruption through television shows. This thesis offers a new perspective on how
specific television representations of law enforcement can structure false notions about
corruption among the viewing public. Through the show I evaluate the portrayal of NCC,
and parse the nature of the (most often positive) depiction from the reality of the
character’s use of illegal means to achieve good ends and subsequent representation as
the hero.
In order to engage more deeply with this material, I employ mixed methods. I
utilize a traditional content analysis in which I tally of times NCC is represented
throughout each season. Dexter has a pattern of why and how he kills his victims. The
victims must fit an established code of “deserving” to lose their life. Also being examined
are the factors that race, gender, and age play in the presentation of the murders. I also
use a qualitative content analysis in order to consider the cultural work performed by
the show. This will be done through a careful examination of certain scenes and
episodes. Methods found in Altheide's (1987) Ethnographic Content Analysis and
Theoretical Sampling will be used to further this research.
I consider the show as a visual “text” capable of communicating messages
indirectly though images, symbols, and speech. As such, my analysis is, in part, an
interpretation to discover meanings that are attached to the symbolic images. Such an
approach depends heavily on the cultural context with which I associate the meanings. I
am aware that there can be many different interpretations of these symbols and that the
2

meanings I give to the symbols may very well be one of many meanings. This thesis
demonstrates that a particular pattern emerges from Dexter in which NCC is portrayed
heroically. I examine this portrayal in detail, and then locate it in a larger argument and
theoretical framework about media, representation, policing, and the state.
The images that are presented to viewers by the media teach values, ideologies,
and beliefs that are used to interpret the world as it is experienced. These meanings
become naturalized – meaning that they become taken for granted assumptions – and
never questioned (Croteau and Hoynes, 1992). Television gives viewers simulacram, or
substitutions of symbols for the real world. Simulacra are essential copies of things that
no longer have an original (Baudrillard, 1994). Simulacra allows for a construction of
signs and codes to represent social reality. In actuality they represent a type of hyper
reality that has nothing to do with the “real” (Baudrillard, 1994). Shows like Dexter have
so permeated out intellectual vocabularies that we cannot extract the “real” meaning
from the simulacra.
Television is used to appeal to homogenous masses of people with a common
interest. In the show Dexter the common interest would be the curiosity with serial
killers. The show constantly blurs Dexter’s representations and viewers’ reality, causing
viewers to side with a killer and cheer for him, instead of acknowledging a killer and
wanting him be held responsible for his actions.
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This thesis seeks to provide information on the frequency of noble cause
corruption displayed in the show Dexter. By beginning with a literature review of both
NCC and Dexter, the paper demonstrates that the show depicts that NCC throughout
the entire seven seasons that have been aired. This is done by using quotes from Dexter
himself, alongside data from the coding sheets.

Methods and Analytic Strategy
Ethnographic studies refer to the description of people and their culture. These
types of studies help researchers understand culture, discourse, and social change. This
includes studying documents as representations of social meanings. When examining
media it is applied to the culture that the media portrays. A traditional content analysis,
as defined by Altheide (2013) helps researchers with drawing patterns of human action
when that analysis is conceived by framework.
“Content analysis translates frequency of occurrence of certain symbols
into summary judgments and comparisons of content of the discourse . . .
whatever “means” will presumable take up space and/or time; hence, the
greater that space and/or time, the greater the meaning's significance.”
(Altheide, 2013, p. 185)

More traditional ways of studying media have been discredited because they do
not allow for newer information and how the media has been shaped and constructed
according to its' viewers (Altheide, 2013). Ethnographic content analysis (ECA) allows
researchers to be more aware of the process, meaning, and emphases that are reflected
4

in the content of the media. ECA has allowed researchers to understand that there is an
underlying logic that helps to guide communication formats and media content, and
how they are interpreted and perceived by the audience (Altheide, 2013).
ECA is used to understand the communication of meaning, which is reflected in
modes of information exchange, format, rhythm, and style. Categories are constructed
to organize data into similar concepts, but the research is open to new variables
emerging throughout a given study (Altheide, 2013). The concepts within the categories
are not fixed and may expand as research progresses; alongside the concepts descriptive
information must be provided.
The unit of analysis for this study is a popular crime drama shown on television.
This paper examines the first seven seasons of Dexter, including all eighty-four episodes.
Dexter revolves around the life of one man in the Miami Metro Police Department who
works in the crime lab attempting to mask his true self. Outside of the crime lab Dexter
is a serial killer – self-admitted monster – who is able to kill other serial killers by
tracking them down through his job. Although Dexter does kill, he is not an “average”
serial killer, killing only the people he deems fit a “moral code” taught to him by his
father. A coding sheet is used to analyze how many times the character Dexter
participates in some act of NCC. Items on the coding sheet are open-ended to allow any
possible scenario to be coded in detail. The way the coding sheet was designed allows
for a wider array of material to be obtained, analyzed, and discussed.
5

While the coding sheet catalogues every kill that is shown during the eighty-four
episodes, this paper focuses on the character of Dexter. While multiple characters show
attributes of NCC, Dexter is clearly the show’s protagonist and the vehicle through which
NCC is most often expressed.
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CHAPTER II

NOBLE CAUSE CORRUPTION LITERATURE REVIEW

Noble cause corruption, as defined by Crank and Caldero (2007), is a moral
commitment to make the world a safer place to live, and, “a corruption committed in
order to get the bad guys off the streets, to protect the innocent and the children from
predators that inflict pain and suffering on them” (pg. 2). In terms of law enforcement,
noble cause motivates an officer's behavior with citizens and mobilizes police solidarity.
Police and the law embody the moral commitment of the society from which they come.
The more society wants officers to reflect a democratic ethos the more we open the
door for noble-cause corruption. The trait of focusing on morally good ends is ingrained
in us from birth, and is not limited to the police.
Noble cause can lead us to believe the ends are of enough importance that any
means to achieve them is acceptable. Police officers are confronted with the question of
where to draw the line and what behaviors are acceptable and unacceptable. According
to Crank and Caldero (2007), in law enforcement there are “golden apples” and “rotten
apples”. Rotten apples are those officers who are bad to the core and this rot can spread
to the rest of the department. The golden apple is an officer who is intelligent and
committed to the noble cause. They believe in the morally right ends of police work.
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Golden apples are the ones who break laws in order to do something about crime. They
believe in their work too much and will sacrifice anything for the “good end.”
NCC usually involves the golden apple, the most committed officers in the
agency. Police officers are involved in a mission to make our communities feel safe, and
if that requires violating laws to accomplish the mission they will do it. Types of
misconduct include, but are not limited to: lying in court to obtain a conviction, planting
evidence, and falsifying reports. This misconduct has led to a large percentage of
wrongful convictions that have resulted in civil litigation, even though our legal system is
built upon the notion that it is better to let a hundred guilty individuals go free than to
wrongfully convict an innocent person (Rothlein, 2008).
Officers become corrupted through noble cause for a good reason – to be more
effective in the fight against crime. This type of corruption is becoming more widespread
than economic corruption among police departments in America (Crank and Caldero,
2007). These officers believe that they are contributing to the welfare of the nation, and
that what they are doing is morally important.
When officers believe that this corruption is justified, they place their personal
morality above the law. They are no longer enforcers of the law, but are now seen as
legislators of the law. They believe that their actions are the law and they use this to act
out the moral standard. When having the view that their moral predispositions are in
the pursuit to achieve good ends, then any action they take must be good (Crank and
Caldero, 2010).
8

Officers participate in the corruption of the criminal justice system when they
believe that the ends justify the means. Their sense of greater good is the community,
and their job as police officers is to protect and serve the community. Officers are put
under significant pressure to produce a high number of arrests and citations. In these
situations they feel as though NCC is justifiable to appease the public and the system
(Martinelli, 2006).
Officers continuously find themselves in emotionally tense situations, whether it
is risking their lives, relating to emotional suffering of the victim, or apprehending
dangerous criminals. Emotions can be relevant at times when important decisions must
be made concerning the welfare of others. Human emotions affect every aspect of who
an officer is and how she or he acts (Crank and Caldero, 2010).
Police work consists of authority, power, persuasion, and force. The use of
authority by police requires people to be obedient when they are told to do something.
The police mentality insists that they deserve respect from the people. Symbols of police
power include the badge, handcuffs, and the power of arrest (Pollock, 2010). The media
in the form of television shows portrays police officers from an authoritative standpoint
in which they have ultimate power over the people.
According to the social contract citizens have given up liberty in return for
societal protection against others. That is, we give power to the police to protect us,
while also realizing that this power can be used against us. Police power should not be
abused to meet the goals of protection. Police ethics are inextricably linked to their
9

purpose: fair access, public trust, safety and security, teamwork, and objectivity. The
organization must be able to maximize the possibility of ethical action and minimize any
abuses of control (Pollock, 2010).
Thus, we are presented with the question of whether one can still be a good
person, or a good cop, if illegitimate means were used to arrive at good ends. Noble
cause can be a slippery slope because it gives credence to illegal behavior on the part of
the officers (Banks, 2004). The term “slippery slope” was developed by Sherman (2004)
and suggests that officers who receive rewards for their work will eventually become
desensitized to the moral implications of their acts, and these acts become addictive
(Banks, 2004; Crank and Caldero, 2007). Officers find themselves on the slope as the
result of social considerations that bind police together. Banks (2004, pg. 38) defines the
term slippery slope among officers as, “The slide down the slope is eased by the
relativity small moral gap along the continuum.” Noble-cause corruption involves
believing that suspects are guilty even when there may be insufficient evidence of guilt.
For police the following justify their thinking (Banks, 2004):
1. The operative assumption of guilt: police assume suspects are guilty as
part of their culture – believing that questionable behavior is evidence of
committing an offense.
2. The worst of all possible guilt: police associate danger with guilt in the
belief that someone who has the most to hide will try to hide it by all
possible means. Therefore, police must discover the truth as quickly as
possible, which justified the use of illegal techniques.
3. The great guilty place assumption: Police suspicion allows them to see
danger where others might see none.
10

4. The not guilty (this time) assumption: Police believe that most people
have committed crimes but have been fortunate to not get caught, the
use of pressure can show the guilt of the seemingly innocent.

Police are no different than others, and they actually reflect a culture value
incorporating concern for victims and the notion that no one should stand above the
law. Police officers may place their personal morality above the law, which can be
created by a tension from the pressures in society (Banks, 2004; Crank and Caldero,
2007). Citizens expect the police to enforce the law while also obeying regulations about
how information is obtained and evidence is gathered. They are also expected to enforce
personal morality while respecting the rights of constitutional privacy and due process
(Banks, 2004).
The research found was only applying itself to police departments and had not
yet broadened it's horizons. NCC, in reference to this paper, does not solely confine itself
to the limitations of police officers. Much of the research has been limited to only
studying police departments, but by applying this concept to other subjects it is shown
that noble cause corruption can be demonstrated in other facets of life.
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CHAPTER III

DEXTER LITERATURE REVIEW

The image of a serial killer evokes the thought of a monster killing people for his
or her own satisfaction. It was not until the show Dexter was released on Showtime that
we began to see serial killers in a more positive light. This new serial killer was one that
killed to make the world a happier, safer place. The show presents a killer who we
should trust and in whom we should put our faith, which causes viewers to second guess
the ethical standpoint on whether his killings are criminal or not.
The main character, Dexter Morgan, works for the Miami Metro Police
Department as a blood spatter analyst. Also employed with the department is his sister
Deb; their late father Harry was also an officer for Miami Metro. Dexter is introduced to
us in the first episode while hunting what we see is his first victim, Mike Donovan, for
molesting and killing young boys. Dexter only kills criminals who have escaped formal
justice, but he is doing this so he can fulfill his craving for the kill (Santaularia, 2010).
Dexter narrates, “Florida prisons kick free 25,000 inmates a year. They don't do that for
me but it sure feels like it. I search for the ones who feel like they beat the system,
they're not hard to find” (Episode 3, Season 1). Dexter believes that he is bringing the
chaos of the corrupted justice system back to order and considers it his job to save lives
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(Santaularia, 2010). Throughout the show he is constantly validating himself by saying
that if the public knew why he was doing it they would praise him.
Dexter was only three years old at the time of his mother’s murder and when
Harry Morgan came to the scene he decided to take Dexter and raise him. (Santaularia,
2010). He sees himself as living in darkness and killing only to survive, “No matter where
we go we take ourselves and our damage with us. So is home the place we run to, or the
place we run from? Only to hide out in places we are accepted unconditionally, places
that feel more like home to us. Because we can finally be who we are,” (Season 7,
Episode 8). Harry Morgan was the cop that found Dexter in this mess and proceeded to
take him in as his own son. Because of the circumstances, Dexter believes that he cannot
control his biological and physiological make up; he sees himself as a victim. The
audience may find it difficult to place the blame on Dexter because they now sympathize
with his background. In the misinformed frustrations of many in society who believe
criminals go unpunished, Dexter can act out the sin that lives in our minds. This sin is the
act of punishing those who are brutally killing innocent people (Quintero, 2010).
Dexter has become the “monster” he is because of witnessing the traumatic
murder of his mother. After a drug gang killed her, Dexter and his brother were left in a
cargo crate for days before being found. He believes that this caused him to become
emotionally void and a serial killer that has been condemned to reenact his trauma by
killing others. Because of this lack of socialization and empathy, he must learn how to
fake emotions in somber situations (Eshcelman, 2011).At the end of the first season the
13

viewer learns that Dexter is the way he is because he witnessed the death of his mother
in a shipping container. His mother worked as an informant for Harry Morgan at the
Miami Metro Police Department and was killed by a few drug lords about whom she was
informing to the police.
When Harry took Dexter under his wing he assumed there would be no full
recovery from Dexter's childhood. Instead of trying to return Dexter to a sense of
normalcy and a morally sensible way to control his urges, Harry instead taught him skills
necessary to survive: steal, concealment, and disguise (as cited in Greene et al., 2001) –
what is referred to as The Code of Harry. In the show, even though Harry is dead, his
ghost and reoccurring memories haunt Dexter to guarantee that Dexter is making
himself invulnerable. This code seeks to put Dexter's aggression to good use by training
him how to use it against criminals (Santaularia, 2010). This code was made to establish
some sense of normalcy in Dexter's life (Force, 2010) and serves a dual purpose: “by
concealing his dark 'nature' Dexter can first survive and flourish in human society while,
secondly, engaging routinely in serial murder without getting caught” (Force, 2010, p.
334).
Dexter must establish that his victims “deserve” death by being lawless killers
themselves and fitting the code of Harry: doing everything you can to not get caught,
controlling your urges, and do not let them control you (Greene et al., 2011). Because
Harry was a police officer while he was teaching Dexter, he knew and taught him what
the police will look for while pursuing suspected murderers. He taught Dexter how to kill
14

and also how to dispose of the remains, a practice revealed in the Season Two opening
episode (Force, 2010).
The first rule of the Code of Harry is to be sure that someone is guilty before
killing them, a practice by which Dexter does not abide by in all instances. The code
provides Dexter an appearance of a moral framework. Dexter evaluates the code Harry
gave him, thinking about it, questioning it, even abandoning it on some occasions.
Dexter creates his own modified code, which shows that he has the ability to reflect on
his moral beliefs and modify them if he finds they are mistaken (as cited in Greene et al.,
2011). Although the code seems moral to Dexter as a way of life it does not mean that
the actions are justifiable – it is still cold-blooded murder.
The Code of Harry becomes questionable to Dexter when he finds out that his
father had lied to him about many things such as his affair with Dexter's mother and
lying about Dexter's biological father. When Dexter finds out that his mother was
working as an informant for Harry he begins to listen to recordings of interviews of his
mother conducted by Harry. It is through these tapes that Dexter realizes that Harry was
having an affair with his mother, and felt the need to take Dexter in as his own child.
Dexter wonders if Harry created the code in order to mold Dexter into a killer to
seek revenge on others; the others in this case being the men involved in the killing of
Dexter's mother. Dexter continues using the code because he knows that it is what
works for him. The meaning of the code is explained by Eschelman (2011, p. 9),
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“Whether or not the code is ’true,’ we see that it can be continually projected back onto
different contexts in an ethically productive way”.
Dexter does not have any inner feelings, just an inner voice which embodies his
“Dark Passenger” and the Code of Harry. For Dexter the code allows him to gratify his
lust for blood in a socially responsible way. He compares his need to kill to that of a
sailor:
“Man has always been drawn to the sea, but it's an unnatural setting for us, a
place of great danger. Tides, currents, waves, wind, each presenting their own
hazards, none of which can be ignored. The slightest lapse of judgment may be a
mistake you can never recover from. But a good sailor does not fight against
these elements, a good sailor works with them, using them to his advantage.”
(“Slack Tide” Season Four)

Moral codes are the human capacity to decide what should and should not be
done. They are guidelines we use for our rational choice making. Morality often teaches
us that we should not be cruel, egotistical, or gluttonous (as cited in Greene et al., 2011).
Without moral rules humans would do whatever came into their heads instead of
weighing their decision. This may be the reason Dexter is so loyal to his code. Without
the code Dexter would have surely been caught or dead by this time in his life. As he
notes in Season Two, “I'm Dexter. I'm not sure what I am. I just know there's something
dark in me. I hide it. Certainly don't talk about it, but it’s there. Always. This Dark
Passenger (“An Inconvenient Life,” Season Two).
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Dexter's Representations of Noble Cause Corruption
It is important to consider the representational work of the show with respect to
Noble Cause Corruption. That is, Dexter’s audible thoughts and dialogue represent his
world as meaningful to others (Hall, 1997). The connection the viewer makes through
linking concepts and language allows them to make the distinction between the real and
imaginary world. We define certain situations by the mental representation that we have
constructed through our lifetimes. Dexter represents NCC through Dexter's killing for the
“common good”. The viewers are given a different twist on NCC, that it should not be
punished but instead favored. The representation of NCC is much more complicated to
those who may have never thought of corruption in a positive aspect. Corruption tends
to be more aligned with negative consequences, and although murder is not a positive
consequence it is being done to rid society of negative people.
Dexter Morgan has two conceptual maps; he understands the conceptual map of
“normalcy” while also intertwining his personal conceptual map that embraces the
Western ideological stance. He embodies this by believing in his own version of vigilante
style justice. We communicate based on our conceptual map because we tend to share
the same broad assumptions through culture (Hall, 1997). In Dexter's case however, he
does not feel as though he is human because of his lack of emotion and feeling for any
other person. It cannot be expected that he will have a similar conceptual map because
of his strong desires to kill and his inability to make sense of why humans act the way
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they do. Conceptual maps allow participants of a culture to share the same ways of
interpreting signs as language.
Hall (2007) defines visual signs as, “Having meanings and interpreting them
within our conceptual maps and language systems in which the visual language bears
some resemblance to the real thing”. Meanings are constructed by systems of
representation; for Dexter this was the code within which he framed his life. It is like
Dexter comes from a completely separate culture into which he was born. He had to
learn how to survive differently from everyone else because they were not living with
the everyday struggles in which he found himself. To stabilize meanings between
cultures, codes are used by telling us which language to use to convey ideas (Hall, 1997).
Throughout the show Dexter is narrating what is going on, and through this he is
showing the audience his codes.
Dexter is, in essence, becoming socialized to live his life by the code defined by
Hall (1997). People become socialized in all different ways, it just so happens that Dexter
becomes socialized in what he believes to be a valid way of killing people who deserve
justice. He has reestablished the line between normalcy and Otherness. Dexter's
prevalence to violence goes against all of the western ideals of right and wrong, but at
the same time is strict and defined in every other way. We have developed concepts of
what is accepted and what is abnormal; our justice system is based on the same ideals.
The Other takes part in our concepts of abnormal because they do not go along with
our collective moral code. In general, the serial killer has become society’s Other
18

(Donnelly, 2012). One more sentence here that reiterates that Dexter contests the
designation of serial killer as Other and forces our reconsideration of that moral
boundary.
Dexter's character reinforces conservative ideals of morality, which offers a
difference between “good” and “bad” violence. He mirrors America's fascination with
ideals of vigilantism while reestablishing a clear line between normalcy and Otherness
(Donnelly, 2012). In society we have collective concepts of accepted “normalness”, and
our justice system is based on these ideals. This Other, which we recognize as abnormal,
is attributed to being without collective moral code that is considered to be something
that belongs to those other than ourselves.
Dexter's character re-establishes a clear differential of otherness and a clear line
between Us and Them once again. His vigilantism is aimed at killing those whose victims
look disturbingly like us and those we care about. Society has become fixated on
rationalizing violence; violence that punishes the wicked and redeems the wronged.
Dexter is the Other, but through his explanation of himself – how he has become what
he is, and why he has to kill – we can understand why (Donnelly, 2012).
What matters in Dexter is the tone used, chilly and mocking, defining a
sociopath's vision of ordinary life. In the show normal life is portrayed as so demented
that his personality doesn't seem much different than anyone else. In Season Two
Dexter's victims are discovered at the bottom of the bay, giving him the nickname of the
Bay Harbor Butcher. But when the identities of the Butcher's victims are revealed to be
19

murderers, and the public applauds him. There is even a comic book hero created to
resemble the Butcher, the “Dark Defender”, a protector of the city and the executioner
of it’s predators. Dexter describes himself as being “half sick with the thrill, the complete
wrongness when the dark passenger inside him takes command” (Tyree, 2008). When
Dexter becomes this “Dark Passenger” he refers to himself as cleaning up a dirty society
(Miami), because law enforcement cannot kill the monsters (as cited in Greene et al.,
2011)
Although Dexter is not an officer of the law, he works in a police department and
he was fathered by a police officer that taught him how to kill without getting caught.
Dexter finds his victims by working with the police department to find background
information, and sometimes even kills them before they have gone to court to be found
guilty or not. He believes that he is killing these people to keep the community safe. He
has essentially established his own justice system because he feels as though the one he
is working for is corrupt, a central tenet of NCC.
Even though Dexter is portrayed as a vigilante, with the representations and
visual imagery he gives viewers, he cannot be held above the law with his ever-growing
body count. While he does not hold himself morally responsible for his killings, because
he is ultimately reinforced by his desires, there should still be legal ramifications for what
he has done (as cited in Green et al., 2011). Traumatic childhoods, like the one Dexter
experienced, can damage children through adulthood in a way that makes them
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incapable of empathizing with the suffering of others. It would be unfair to treat them as
fully morally accountable agents (as cited in Greene et al., 2011).
Dexter goes to extremes, through his killing, as the means to achieving his ends.
The golden apple framework introduced by Crank and Caldero (2007) tells us that Dexter
breaks the law to not only fulfill his desires, but also to protect society. He can be viewed
as a golden apple because of his level of intelligence – through the meticulously thought
out killings – and because he does have the good of society in his concerns. The show
offers a sympathetic portrait of Dexter as both a victim of his own urges and as someone
who exercises those urges on the worst of society. Indeed, in the arc of Season Two, the
bodies of Dexter’s victims are found at the bottom of the harbor. Included in the ensuing
media reports about the ‘Bay Harbor Butcher’ are testimonies that the killer should be
given a medal. There are a few other times throughout the show where people approve
of what he is doing seen through the creation of the comic book character, the Bay
Harbor Butcher, and the imitators of his killings.
Television shows, such as Dexter, expose us to noble-cause corruption through
the justification of unethical, often violent means for a greater good – a safer place to
live. Through media representation of NCC as an acceptable means, we can predict a
greater public acceptance, especially when connecting it to someone who, on the
outside, seems so “normal”. By showcasing Dexter as a serial killer that only hunts
evildoers, the show frames him as a superhero of sorts and thus alters the moral
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vantage from which we perceive the serial killer. Dexter is an admirable figure despite his
narcissistic, anti-social tendencies (as cited in Greene et al., 2011).
Perhaps this noble twist on a serial killer puts him at the same recognition as
Batman, a hero for our day and age and an outsider who acts in society's best interest.
Dexter refers to himself as a superhero saying, “I never really did get the superhero
thing, but right now it seems we have a lot in common: tragic beginnings, secret
identities, part human part mutant, arch enemies: ‘Stalker of the night, his blade of
vengeance turns wrong into right’” (Season Two, Episode 5).
The question remains as to whether (or to what extent?) Dexter's killings are
from vigilantism, or satisfying his urge to kill and using the code to not get caught. He's
cleaning up the community of evildoers whom the justice system has failed to
incarcerate, but wouldn't people be fearful knowing that a psychopath lives among them
and doesn't always make kills for noble reasons? The plot hinges on the fascinating
factor of a serial killer killing other killers, but also killing to satisfy his deepest desires.
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CHAPTER IV

DEXTER IN RELATION TO NOBLE CAUSE CORRUPTION

Analysis of Dexter's Kills
The Modus Operandi (MO) are actions taken by a perpetrator in order to
complete a crime. Dexter's MO varies with some kills but he always uses very personal
ways of killing his victims. A person's MO may change and evolve based on the
challenges that are faced during the crimes, as well as slip-ups that may lead to them
getting caught. Dexter carefully plans his kills by researching victims, completing a
stakeout of places they frequent, learning behavioral patterns, and then finding an
appropriate kill room (as cited in DePaulo, 2010). The kill room Dexter designs revolves
around his victim, such as using their house, place of work, or a signifier that defines the
victim.
Dexter's MO is portrayed in a very personal and up close manner, making the kill
more meaningful; this is the only way for Dexter to fulfill his impulses. Dexter's most
common modus operandi is to make victims unconscious and when they awaken they
are naked and lying flat on their back (as cited in DePaulo, 2010). Some kills are done in
a way to mimic the way his victims killed their victims. His kills begin with giving a shot of
an animal tranquilizer to their neck so he has time to set up a kill room and use plastic
wrap to strap them down to a table. Once he/she wakes up Dexter tells him/her why
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they are being killed and slices their check to get a blood sample to add to his trophy
collection.
As shown in the coding sheet 1 out of Dexter's 52 kills 21 are stabbings, four are
strangling, four are beheading, nine are slitting the throat, four are beaten to death, and
10 are classified as others. This data shows that while Dexter's MO varies from kill to kill,
almost half of the time he kills his victims through stabbing them in the chest.
Dexter reduces his chosen victims to nameless persons, given the titles of rapists,
murderers, pedophiles, and abusers (as cited in Greene et al., 2011). He takes away from
them their identity, existence, and choices. The people he has chosen have been given a
sense of freedom before they meet Dexter: until then, they have been able to get away
with wrongful acts. When Dexter sets his gaze upon them he robs them of this freedom.
They no longer have the freedom to change or reform. Instead of having the
identity of teacher, district attorney, nurse, they are given one unanimous identity:
criminal (as cited in Greene et al., 2011). Expanding on this notion is the designation of
being a person who does not deserve life.
Once Dexter finds a victim that meets his code he begins to control the entire
world of that person. Dexter's goal is to end his search in vigilantism, satisfy his need for
blood, and for the victim to see himself for what he is (as cited in Greene et al., 2011).
He does this by decorating his kill room with pictures and reminders of the people his
victim has hurt/harmed. The vulnerability of Dexter's victim is revealed when they are

1 Footnote: Tables are located in Appendix
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bound on the table naked, reducing the victim to nothing but his own skin and the
person he/she has been trying to hide (as cited in Greene et al., 2011).
Dexter sees the victim’s true identity and he demands of the victim to recognize
it: “I've watched 67 people die and in the moment of truth I looked into their eyes, and
they knew and I knew they got what they deserved,” (Season 5, Episode 1). The criminal
identity they carry with them is something that they have to hide from the world, but
not from Dexter (as cited in Greene et al., 2011). When they are on the table they deny
to Dexter they identity he has given them. In a sense they are right because they have
the freedom and opportunity to change; whether or not they take it rests within them.
By identifying them as criminals they are shamefully objectified based on their pasts (as
cited in Greene et al., 2011). When the victim realizes that Dexter is planning on ending
their lives they plead with him saying they will change their ways. But as Dexter often
says, “All actions have their consequences, and this is yours,” (Season 1 Episode 8).
In Dexter's mind, without his vigilante justice, Miami would be much worse off.
As Dexter tells us in “Dex Takes a Holiday”, “Monsters come in all shapes and sizes,
sometimes it is the very people who are supposed to be protecting us” (Season 4,
Episode 4). Dexter is essentially a protector of the public because of his role within the
police department in solving murders. All of the victims he kills meet his code, with the
exception of a few. Dexter modifies his code over time to adapt it to his changing
justification for the kill.
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Demographics of Victims
Dexter's main motives for kills are to fulfill his desire and to avenge deaths of
others. Although this research does not focus on race and gender playing a huge factor it
was still found to be an interesting concept. Coding episodes revealed that Dexter's
victims were largely white males in their 30's. Although Dexter did not commit all of the
one hundred and twenty kills portrayed in the show, the majority of the kills were those
of thirty year old victims. The full breakdown includes: four teenagers, fifteen in their
twenties, fifty-seven in their thirties, twenty-one in their forties, six in their fifties, seven
in their sixties, two in their seventies, and eight with unknown ages. The average age in
Miami is thirty-five years (“Miami-Dade County”, 2012), explaining why most of Dexter's
victims may have been in their thirties. Although the average age is fact and the show is
mainly fictional it shows that the show tries to appear more realistic.
The ethnicity of his victims breaks down as: thirty-four white victims, four black
victims, nine Hispanic victims, two Ukrainian victims, and three with unknown
ethnicities. These ethnicities were defined by the show and not by the research itself.
This was found to be very interesting based on the city in which the show is based –
Miami. Miami has a high Hispanic population of sixty percent (“Miami-Dade County”,
2012), which would lead one to believe that the majority of the victims would be
Hispanic, and this was not reflected in the show. The predominance of the white victims
communicates to the researcher that possibly the show is appealing to a more white
audience, than sticking with a more realistic view of Miami.
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If the victims had to be all classified into one category they all have one
personality trait in common: a history of killing innocent people. This establishes a
pattern of one characteristic, but it is not significant enough to say that Dexter mainly
kills one race and of a particular age.

Main Protagonist Kills
In every season Dexter has one main kill focus; in the first season it is the Ice
Truck Killer, the second season Lila West, the third season Miguel Prado, the fourth
season The Trinity Killer, the fifth season Jordan Chase, the sixth season Travis Marshall,
and the seventh season Hector Estrada. Dexter focuses on ridding these people from the
streets of Miami because they are killers themselves, but in his mind, killing for the
wrong reasons.
The Ice Truck Killer is the alias for Brian Moser, a serial killer who is, unbeknownst
to Dexter, Dexter's own brother who was separated from him at the time of their
mother's killing. Dexter is unaware of this until Moser preys on Dexter's half sister, Debra
Morgan. When Dexter finds out that the Ice Truck Killer is his long lost brother he has
second thoughts about killing him, proving that Dexter does not strictly follow the code
every time. Moser had killed fifteen to twenty prostitutes in Miami and had even
planned on killing Debra. Moser even mimicked a kill room for Debra and tried to
persuade Dexter to kill her to solidify their brotherhood.
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Dexter ends the first season with the quote, “I've lived in darkness a long time.
Over time my eyes adjusted until the dark became my world and I can see” (Season 1,
Episode 1). This shows that Dexter learned how to manage his Dark Passenger and not
let it completely take over his life. In the killing of his brother he had to pick emotion
over the Dark Passenger so as not to follow through with the killing of his sister.
In the second season Dexter begins to attend Narcotics Anonymous meetings to
learn how to control his urges. He meets Lila West, an addict herself, who then becomes
Dexter's sponsor. What he soon realizes is that Lila is not only detrimental to him
controlling his urges but also brings out the Dark Passenger even more. Dexter had
focused on trying to get rid of James Doakes, a sergeant with the Miami Metro Police
Department because he was catching on to Dexter being a serial killer, but instead Lila
decided to kill him to try to win Dexter's affection. Instead Dexter knew that he would
have to kill Lila because she fit his code.
The third season maintains focus on Miguel Prado, the Assistant District Attorney
for Miami. Dexter meets Miguel Prado through the accidental killing of Prado's brother
while preying on another victim, “I went to kill Freebo and ended up killing a total
stranger. I've never killed anyone whose guilt I wasn't completely sure of” (Season 3,
Episode 1). Dexter's thought process goes through a stage of guilt where he knows he
has killed someone who may or may not have fit the code. This is one of a few of
Dexter's mishaps throughout the show.
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Miguel Prado uses Dexter to help him with his own killing of Billy Fleeter, an ex
football player, that murders people to pay off his gambling debts. Dexter teaches
Miguel that he has to have proof that Billy is a killer, and he also teaches Miguel how to
make his own kill room. Dexter realizes that Miguel is only using his desire to kill for
wrongful means when Miguel kills Ellen Wolf, his number one rival in the courtroom,
without having proof that Ellen has done harm to society.
The fourth season revolved around The Trinity Killer who Dexter admired in a
way. He got up close and personal with Arthur Mitchell (The Trinity Killer) and tried to
learn from him how to live a normal life and have a family while still living out his role as
the Dark Passenger. Arthur has killed for three decades by recreating deaths in his family,
and Dexter sees killing Arthur as the only way to stop the spree, seeing it as his divine
intervention to do so. Dexter kills Arthur in the same way that Arthur killed the men in
his cycles, bludgeoning him to death with a hammer. “It's almost poetic; one serial killer
ending the 30 year reign of another serial killer,” (Season 4, Episode 11). Once the crime
scene is cleaned up Dexter realizes that Arthur has killed Dexter's wife Rita, recreating
Dexter's early life, witnessing his mother die, for his son Harrison.
The fifth season had Jordan Chase as the main protagonist opposite Dexter, but
Dexter does not kill hi. He was instead killed by Lumen Pierce whom Dexter taught how
to kill Chase who he was part of a group that had raped and killed many women.
Together, Dexter and Lumen killed men in the group including Boyd Fowler killed by
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Dexter, Dan Mendell killed by Dexter, Cole Harmon killed by Dexter, and Alex Tilden who
was killed by Lumen under Dexter's supervision.
Dexter's killing of Boyd Fowler was witnessed by Lumen, and although she was
terrified of Dexter at first she began to trust him when she found out that he was killing
for justified reasons. Dexter knew Lumen wanted revenge for her rape and the killings of
the other girls so Dexter taught her how to set up a kill room and follow through with
the kill of Alex Tilden and Jordan Chase. The viewer begins to notice that over multiple
times Dexter has involved others in his killings, letting them share in his enjoyment.
In Season Six we are introduced to the main antagonist Travis Marshall. Marshall
is a serial killer who basis his Tableau killings around religious beliefs and sacrifices.
Dexter seeks Marshall at the museum where he works to have Marshall lead him to the
man Dexter believes to be behind the religious doomsday killings. Soon after Dexter
realizes that Marshall is only listening to a man who does not exist and that Marshall is
indeed the Doomsday Killer. While Dexter is on the hunt for Marshall his sister Debra,
who works for Miami Metro, is following Marshall at the same time.
For his final Tableau, Marshall chooses Dexter's son Harrison as the lamb because
he represents innocence. Marshall is not able to follow through with the kill because
Dexter is able to catch him beforehand and strap him down to a table in a church for his
kill. When Dexter drives the wooden stake into Marshall's chest his sister walks into the
church witnessing the murder. Dexter tries to convince her that Marshall came after him
and he blacked out while he was killing him.
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Hector Estrada, one of the men originally involved in the death of Dexter's
mother, is the main kill focus in Season Seven. In this season the man who has been
vaguely discussed over the span of six seasons becomes eligible for parole, and released.
When Dexter discovers this news he befriends Estrada taking on the persona of an
informant for some of Estrada's old contacts in the drug cartel. This is important because
Dexter is representing his mother through being an informant, although the difference
being she was representing Miami Metro Police Department, and being an informant
resulted in her death. Dexter takes Estrada back to the shipping container where his
mother was killed to act on his revenge.
Estrada reveals to Dexter that he was only released because Maria LaGuerta –
captain of the Miami Metro homicide department – had discussed it with the parole
board. LaGuerta has caught on to Dexter's killings and is trying to set him up to finally
place the blame on him. LaGuerta shows up at the shipping container to find Estrada
dead and Dexter uses the tranquilizer on her to set up a murder scene of LaGuerta and
Estrada killing each other. Dexter's sister Debra walks in and LaGuerta tries to tell her
that she has to kill Dexter, and while we see Debra struggle with her morals, ultimately
she shoots and kills LaGuerta. The season ends with a quote where Dexter ultimately
begins to question his and Debra's motives, “We all make rules for ourselves, it's these
rules that help define who we are. So when we break those rules we risk losing ourselves
and becoming something unknown. Who is Deb now? Who am I? Is this a new
beginning? Or the beginning of the end?” (Season 7, Episode 12).
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The main antagonists throughout all seven seasons are brought to the attention
of the viewer to show that even those whom Dexter becomes familiar with, he still finds
reason to kill them. The seasons all revolve around one character who Dexter kills by the
end. These kills represent a larger picture of NCC. Viewers learn more about these
victims than any of Dexter's other victims during the show. Through these victims NCC is
more visible giving viewers more background information on each victim, showing how
“evil” they truly are and why Dexter must kill them. The last major kill of LaGuerta in
Season Seven leads viewers to the assumption that now Dexter’s sister, Debra Morgan,
will also be participating in NCC.

Golden Apple Theory Applied
The golden apple theory presented by Crank and Caldero (2007) can be applied
to Dexter's reasoning and goals behind his killings. He is committed to the noble cause
leading to the kill, and will sacrifice just about anything to achieve his ends. Those in law
enforcement positions, like Dexter, feel a need to keep the community safe regardless of
the steps taken to get there. Although Dexter is not an officer, he works closely with
them leading to how he is able to find his victims. He blames the justice system for not
serving the right punishment for the crimes these individuals have committed and takes
matters into his own hands.
Dexter is seeking vengeance for people who he does not feel deserve to live, like
Hector Estrada. In “Truth Be Told” (Season 1, Episode 11) Dexter’s thoughts tell us what
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has led him into his persona of his Dark Passenger, “I've never had much use for the
concept of Hell, but if Hell exists, I'm in it. The same images running through my head,
over and over. I was there. I saw my mother's death. A buried memory, forgotten all
these years. It climbed inside me that day, and it's been with me ever since. My Dark
Passenger.”
Dexter is fully aware that his rationalizations would not be accepted by the
public, so he puts on the facade of being an average person, living an average life. He
consciously makes the decision to kill his victims. He bases his entire life on the ability he
possesses to convince himself that the actions he takes are just and righteous. Dexter
wants to control his outer world because it appeases the inner chaos over not knowing
his true identity. Dexter is so self-involved in his rationalization of The Dark Defender
that he envisions himself as a superhero. Society is more accepting of a hero, even if
they do take wrongful actions, because they know heroes are there to protect them.
Superheroes are defending the world against evil, fighting for truth and justice, and
saving innocent victims (as cited in Greene et al., 2011).
The media has always taught us to be fearful of serial killers, sending society into
a frenzy of panic when the face of a killer makes the news. This is not so with the show
Dexter, where we are drawn to the serial killer. We want to know the thought process
behind what he does, and how he has become the cold-blooded killer that he is. His
character is a compelling one with his sense of humor and warmth of personality, and
his ability to stay up all night killing a victim then being able to go into work the next
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morning as if nothing has happened. Viewers are left with a picture of a dark side of
human nature, and the morbid twist on a hero.
As viewers we feel the anticipation of knowing who the real Dexter is while
everyone around him is clueless. The police are unaware of the killings because Dexter
does not leave a body behind; the missing people were not reported as being dead until
his victims' bodies were found at the body of the ocean, with police still being unable to
connect Dexter to the murders. Viewers get to witness everything from Dexter's
perspective, letting them into the mind of a serial killer.
Dexter works in a police department with detectives who are skilled in the area
of homicide, including his sister Debra, yet they do not see him as a killer. As he asks in
“Pilot”, “The only real question I have is why, in a building full of cops, all supposedly
with keen insight into the human soul, is Doakes the only one who gets the creeps from
me?” (Season 1, Episode 1). They never expect Dexter to be the man who chops his
victims' bodies up into smaller parts, putting them in trash bags, and dumping them into
the ocean. He maintains the characteristic of being ordinary, keeping quiet and
unemotional. This makes him even more fascinating to the viewers: seeing a normal
person on the outside, but a killer on the inside.
Dexter has three different selves: the traumatized child who is helpless, the
adolescent fearful of his own rage, and the adult who seeks calmness through murder
(as cited in Greene et al., 2011). Such a configuration leads him into the constant
question of “Who am I?”, and never finding an appropriate answer. His identity revolves
34

around the members of his external world, alongside the constant inner battle in his
mind of what is right and what is wrong.
His brother's appearance reinforced his explanation of his desire to kill. Lila
taught him to regret the thought of intimacy when she turned from lover to a paranoid
stalker and murderer. Miguel accentuated Dexter's lack of faith in humanity when Dexter
found out that friendships are just seductive forms of betrayal. These experiences led
Dexter to think that he was forever enthralled by the identity of having a broken mind in
an unforgiving world that would not accept him if the people knew the truth.
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CHAPTER V

DISCUSSION

Media Influence on Crime Problems
Mass media select and present crime problems by focusing our attention on
social issues and creating myths (Kappeler and Potter, 2005). Through the mass media,
myths are able to travel at incredibly fast speeds to large groups of people. By
constructing crime problems and generating a large audience to focus their attention on
these problems, the media has created an illusion that the crime theme presented
affects all. The selection process that the media uses for crime problems is confined to
the most gruesome act, with the intention to capture the largest audience (Kappeler and
Potter, 2005). Television promotes “hot topics” of entertainment value, such as serial
killers like Dexter, to gain an audience.
Serial murder has always been a big topic in the media but it was not until the
mid 80's that it became a larger focus of media. A key concept of serial murder was that,
“the new wave of murderers were qualitatively different from earlier occurrences, with
more savage torture and mutilation of victims” (Kappeler and Potter, 2005). Dexter can
be classified as part of a new wave of serial killer. Instead of the media presenting the
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audience with a monster, it gives viewers a man who they can relate to and understand
the struggles he faces.
Broadcasting companies chose the way messages are portrayed through the
media. For the show Dexter, the images given to the audience are those of immoral acts
being used against those viewed in society as “bad people” – the ones committing the
crimes who need to be disposed of. The producers have done an excellent job of this by
giving the audience a likeable serial killer with whom they can identify, based on his end
results of being a crime fighter.
Experience through electronic reality is a large part of our daily lives, and this
massive consumption aids in constructing our personal identities (Croteau and Hoynes,
1992). Media logic now dominates other rationalized images, leading to a world that
draws its' meanings from symbols given to viewers through mass media. Television show
producers’ guidelines are based around an approach to entertainment using visual
information focused around drama and action.
The greater focus of NCC in television shows may be attributed to viewers
wanting a new representation of criminality within authoritative positions, shown
through noble cause corruption instead of the typical police brutality. Officers are
shown in a negative light to get more drama out of shows. NCC gives viewers hope that
even though what they are doing may be going against the grain of policing they are
doing it for society's benefit. In this age viewers invest a lot of emotion into what is
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shown (Croteau and Hoynes, 1992) and told by the media; thus leading to a more
positive image of law enforcement when watching shows like Dexter.
Through analyzing the dialogue and the coding done it can be surmised that
Dexter commits acts of noble cause corruption – a moral commitment to make the
world a safer place to live through illegal means (Crank and Caldero, 2007) –forty-eight
time throughout the show (as shown in Table 1). By the end of Season Seven we have
seen seven people that know about Dexter's rituals and killings and they still accept him
for who he is. This makes it easier for the audience to justify Dexter’s homicides. The
character’s back-story elicits viewers’ compassion for him. The show conveys that it is
not Dexter's fault for being the man he is. Instead Dexter blames witnessing the killing of
his mother to the reason why he must rid the city of people like the men who murdered
his mother.

Limitations and Unanswered Questions
With only having access to one coder for all of the episodes it has to be taken
into consideration that there may be some coder bias. While analyzing the show through
a more analytical framework, not all bias can be removed. If another coder was added to
the study it may be surmised that the research would only gain more strength and
analytic value.
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In several episodes the viewer must question whether Dexter gets too
emotionally involved with his killings. Emotions can overcome the rationalization used
with NCC removing the noble cause aspect. There are also kills committed by Dexter that
do not fit his code, which would completely extinguish the NCC reasoning he employs to
justify to viewers why he kills. He kills four people throughout the seasons that have no
connection to NCC. Four kills out of his entire fifty-two kills is not significant but it has to
be taken into consideration whether or not Dexter can attribute his killing entirely to
NCC.
The show seems to change throughout the first seven seasons. The emphasis in
the first few seasons relied more heavily on Harry's Code and with Dexter being
absolutely sure that his kills completely fit the code. What was noticed in the last few
seasons was that Dexter changed the code to fit his kills, instead of fitting his kills into
the code; the Code of Harry seems to morph into the Code of Dexter. The show is
communicating that the code changes following Dexter's need to kill, he is not only
killing for what he believes are just reasons, but also to satisfy his desires.
The final season of Dexter will be aired during the summer of 2013. NCC is
greatly demonstrated throughout the show even though the last season is missing from
the study. Although the show does not use noble cause corruption one hundred percent
of the time the predominance of noble cause corruption cannot be denied.
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Vigilante or Heinous Killer?
Ultimately the show blames a lenient and corrupt criminal justice system for
Dexter's inhumane behavior. The men who killed his mother should have been
incarcerated before her death and as an informant she should have had better
protection. His father, who worked as an officer, taught him how to kill and not leave any
evidence behind. Indeed, Dexter follows the Code of Harry throughout the entire show
and manipulates it to fit certain kills.
Dexter rationalizes what he does because the criminal justice system, in his eyes,
is letting criminals off easy, including releasing prisoners, like Hector Estrada, who Dexter
feels should not be able to go free. The show portrays Dexter's position at times as the
product of his serial killer instincts and at other times as being unrestrained by the
bureaucratic necessities of legal regulations regarding obtaining evidence.
Viewers may sympathize with Dexter because he did not choose his life;
witnessing the killing of his mother led him into the art of serial killing. This allows for his
actions to be perceived as more just than someone who may freely choose to be
involved in mass murders. The show poses interesting points when Dexter can freely
choose his victims, but cannot freely choose wanting to kill them.
One has to question if having someone like Dexter in society would be a positive
or negative aspect. The show convinces viewers, through consistent and subtle
representations of NCC, which in certain lights NCC, can affect perceptions of the
criminal justice system. The media has a tendency to teach society to be fearful of serial
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killers, but this show puts a new twist on the serial killer image. The show lets us into his
mind and the thought process before, during, and after his kills. The show conveys the
point that society always has a hidden need for a hero, but maybe not in the way we
have imagined it. Perhaps a hero would come more in the form of a person like Dexter,
giving us what we want, while we may not necessarily agree with the actions taken to
get the desired consequences.
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